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Abstract 
In a rapidly changing world many teachers feel that school subjects are many times left behind and are even becoming obsolete 
when considering social chance and the evolution. We intend to show how certain school subjects more involved in approaching 
social issues can try to be a place of discussion and reflection for students in order to make them understand social change. 
Through a questionnaire we have asked school children which school subjects they consider more relevant focusing on the 
particular case of school Geography. They were asked about the most relevant subjects of the Portuguese curriculum in order to 
prepare them for their future existence as national, European and global citizens. We also focused on the most important aspects 
of learning Geography considering the kind of learning they develop in this school subjects. Some results and conclusions will be 
presented. 
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1. Introduction 
In a world marked by scientific evolution the teaching of social sciences subjects has been facing some issues of 
relevance. The changes in Portuguese school system in the last 10 years demonstrate that we are still looking for the 
right model. Every 10 years the new curricular “adjustments” or “changes” have been stressing the importance of 
scientific subjects and putting in a second plan many social sciences subjects. If it is true that the scientific and 
rational world is here to stay, it is also important to remember that the division of school ‘curricula in social and 
scientific areas doesn´t mean that some are more relevant than others. Schools should give an holistic education of 
students. 
The question is that each curricular change has been stressing the importance of certain subjects over others. In 
this paper we will try to analyse how students view these issues. The importance of social sciences subjects is many 
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times measured by the number of houras each subject has in the curriculum. We wil try to go beyond that aspect and 
try to answer some questions that have guided this research: 
- Do scientific subjects play a more important role than social sciences subjects in the Portuguese Curriculum? 
- Which school subjects do students consider more important for their future lives? 
- What is the part played by school Geography in students’ education 
-  
2. The school for the 21st century: what should schools teach? 
In 1996, UNESCO published the Report “Learning: the treasure within” (Delors, 1996) where the four pillars for 
education were presented: learning to know, that is acquiring the instruments of understanding; learning to do, so as 
to be able to act creatively on one’s environment; learning to live together, so as to participate and co-operate with 
other people in all human activities; and learning to be, an essential progression which proceeds from the previous 
three. The Report reinforces the importance of Education and the role of school in both personal and community 
development. In its recommendations the Reports also refers to the facts that formal education systems tend to 
emphasize the acquisition of knowledge to the detriment of other types of learning, calling attention to the fact that it 
is vital now to conceive education in a more encompassing fashion.  
Ten years later the EC presented the need to review the educational systems of the EU countries having in mind 
the notion of “key competences for the 21st century” (EC, 2006) that is to say  the knowledge, skills and attitudes 
that help people gain personal fulfillment, employability and enable them to take part in society. These” key 
competences” should be acquired by young people at the end of their compulsory education and training, equipping 
them for adult life, particularly for working life, whilst forming a basis for further learning. So, 8 key competences 
for lifelong learning were presented as those that schools should also develop during school education: 
communication in the mother tongue, communication in foreign languages, mathematical competence and basic 
competences in science and technology, digital competence, learning to learn, social and civic competences, sense 
of initiative and entrepreneurship and cultural awareness and expression. 
The OECD Report “21st century skills and competences for new millennium learners in OECD countries” 
stressed the importance of these key competences.  Published in 2009 the Report referred to the fact that 
developments in society and economy required from the educational systems of school the need to equip young 
students with what they called “21st century skills” viewed as skills and competences that would allow them to 
benefit from the emerging new forms of socialization. More, schools should have in mind that students need to be 
prepared for emerging models of economic and social development, clearly different from those of the past century, 
which were adapted to an industrial mode of production. 
Portugal as many countries developed for the first decade of the 21st century a curriculum based in the 
development of essential competences for life that all students should train during compulsory education. The 
National Curriculum for Basic Education set a number of competences that all subjects should contribute to develop 
as they were viewed as lifelong competences (Esteves, 2012). This model is now suspended and another in being 
prepared as we present in the next chapter. 
3. Recent Changes in the Portuguese Educational system: from competences to core subjects 
After ten of implementation of a basic school curriculum based in comptences for life, the recent political chance 
in Portugal had its reflexes in the implementation of a new curricular aproach. Since 2011 the important thing has 
been “improving the quality of learning of Portuguese students”. And this goal has been pursued by removing from 
the school curricula all subjects related the non disciplinary issues and adding those hours to several subjects 
considered has “basic learning subjects”. The main purpose was to end curricular dispersion and reinfoce certain 
subjets such as Portuguese and Matematics, History and Geography, Physics, Chemistry and Natural Sciences as 
well as promoting the English language Teaching (DL, 2012). 
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These changes have reinforced the number of hours in some subjects and even the elimation of others. These new 
curriculum design has been implemented in the present school year. Trying to understand the composition of the 
school curriculum we present a brief table considering the subject and the weekly hours in the first years of the 3rd 
cycle of basic school (when students are 12,13 years old). 
 
Table 1. Subjects and weekly hours in 7th and 8th grade of basic school (Ministery of Education, 2012) 
 
School Subject Weekly blocks of 90 min. 
7th grade 
Weekly blocks of 90 min. 8th 
grade 
Portuguese 2,5 2,5 
English 3 2,5 
Mathematics  2,5 2,5 
Geography 1 1,25 
History 1 1,25 
Chemestry/ Physics 1 1 
Natural Sciences 1 1 
Gymnastics 1,5 1,5 
 
     A brief analysis of the number of hours in Social sciences subjects and scientific subjects shows the importance 
that is being given to scientific areas (not considering language subjects we have a total of 2 weekly blocks of 90 
minutes’ classes for History and Geography and a total of 4,5 weekly blocks of 90 minutes for Mathematics, 
Physics/Chemistry and Natural Sciences). The most important subjects are clearly Portuguese Language and 
Mathematics, considered as core subjects in this curricular change. The teaching of competences for life is now a 
responsibility of core subjects as some non-disciplinary curricular subjects from the previous curriculum 
organization were eliminated – these were specific areas to work in projects, civic education and other transversal 
competences of the National Curriculum for Basic Education. 
 
4. Students view on the curriculum subjects in general and Geography in particular 
In order to realize how students view this new curricular organization we decided to do an exploratory study 
involving some classes from basic education – it was important to understand how students relate school subjects in 
terms of their importance for their future life. It was also important to know the kind of learning the associate to 
Geography, a subject particularly important in terms of helping students to understand the social world as well as the 
relations between society and the environment. 
 
Table  2. Sample for the exploratory study on students ‘views on the curriculum) 
 
Students Male (%) Female (%) Mode Age (years) 
7th grade 64,7(22) 60(22) 12  
8th grade 35,3(12) 40(16)  
Total 100(34) 100(38) 13 
 
In this paper we present some general results related to the research questions presented above. The students were 
asked to state which subject of the curriculum was more important in terms of preparing them for their future lives 
and also were asked about the importance of Geography learning.  
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Table 3. Most important subjects of the curriculum 
 
Subjects Importance (%) 7th Grade 8th Grade 
Mathematics 42,1 51,1 27,6 
English 21.0 6,3 44,8 
Gymnastics  13.2 17,1 10,3 
Natural Sciences 9,2 8,5 10,3 
Portuguese 7,3 10,6 3,5 
Geography 7.2 6,4 3,5 
Total 100 100 100 
 
It is interesting that the most important subjects of the Portuguese curriculum are Mathematics and English (for 
63, 1% of the students). Still, there are interesting differences between 7th grade students and 8th grade students. For 
the majority of the 7th grade students Mathematics is the most important subject of the curriculum (51,1) as to 8th 
grade students this position is occupied by English (44,8%). Yet, the reasons presented are very similar: 
Mathematics is clearly important because “we will use it all our life, to manage money” and it is “important for our 
future job”; English is important because “it is the language of communication in the world”, “it allows us to work 
abroad if necessary” and “it is necessary to find a job and in any job”. The relevance of the subjects for their future 
lives is recognized in terms of their concern for their future ability to find a job (either in Portugal or abroad, which 
is a concern for the Portuguese society nowadays). Another possible explanation is the fact that these are the subject 
with more weekly hours of classes for these students which is also a measure of the importance of the subjects. 
An interesting percentage of students refers to the importance of Gymnastics as a school subject but the 
justification for such choice follows the rule presented for the other school subjects – the intention of having a job in 
the area (for most of the boys, being a football player). This was clearly a masculine choice as girls never mention 
Gymnastics as one of the most important for the curriculum. 
Another aspect of this research was to understand how Geography helps students to read the world around them. 
In Table 3 Geography appears as a residual choice in terms of the importance of the general subjects of the 
curriculum. Still when asked specifically about the importance of Geography learning the students identify 
interesting aspects (although close to the themes approach in their school year): 
 
Table  4. How Geography helps students to understand the world 
 
Geography learning References (%) 
Reading maps 35,9 
Localization techniques 15,4 
Describing landscapes 14,6 
Natural disasters 10,7 







The use of maps to read to world is clearly a geographical competence and students recognize its importance. It is 
important to refer that in the school year that these students are attending, Geography teachers develop many of the 
Geographical skills that students will use in the following years – that explains the expression of some competences 
such as localization, orientation, description. About 20% of the students refer to the understanding of some natural 
disasters (related to climatic phenomena most of the time, at this level of study).  
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5. Making sense of the world: conclusions 
Going back to the questions that guided this research which were partially presented here it is important to reflect 
of some of the finding. Our first research question was related to the fact that scientific subjects (Mathematics, 
Physics, and Natural Sciences) play an important role in the Portuguese curriculum. That can be proved as the new 
curricular reform introduced this school year clearly values these subjects in terms of weekly hours. These hours 
come from curricular areas that were erased from this curriculum according to the idea that improving the quality of 
learning of Portuguese students meant having more hours of certain core subjects. The idea of working in terms of 
competences is somehow replaced by the importance of learning in the referred core subjects. The introduction of 
national exams at the end of each school cycle is also an important indicator that teachers should now be more 
concerned with contents than with competences. 
Students have understood this discourse about the subjects that are important for life – our exploratory study 
revealed the importance of Mathematics and English as subjects that will allow students to find better jobs. And this 
is an important indicator of a social concern that nowadays is transversal in all social groups of Portuguese society. 
The need to assure a future job, either in Portugal or abroad, is how these students make sense of the world – the 
search for a future. 
The subject of Geography is an interesting one as it allows students to develop certain skills such as reading 
maps, locating places and understanding some natural disasters that happen all over the world. It is possible to say 
that at this level of education, students view Geography as a subject that helps them to read the world in terms of 
“places” and to understand some extreme phenomena clearly related to “physical/natural events”. 
Making sense of the world means learning to function in the world, not just learning about it. It is possible then to 
realize that the present curriculum change shows a strong concern with content learning and that is expressed by the 
number of hours some subjects have gained and the introduction of national exams in several school level. This will 
certainly impact in teachers practices. Hopefully Geography will still continue to help students to read and 
understand the nature of human and physical phenomena. But Geography teachers have a new concern - preparing 
students for the national exams. Further studies will have to assess how this new vision of school curriculum will 
impact in student learning. 
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